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Abstract

Affective variables play a crucial role in shaping how learners process information,
particularly in second and foreign language acquisition contexts. While cognitive
processes such as attention, memory, and comprehension have traditionally been
the focus of language learning research, increasing attention has been given to the
role of affective factors such as motivation, anxiety, attitude, and self-efficacy.
These variables influence how learners engage with input, regulate their learning
strategies, and ultimately construct meaning. This article explores the interaction
between affective variables and cognitive processing, arguing that affect is not
separate from cognition but deeply intertwined with it. Drawing on theoretical
frameworks from educational psychology and applied linguistics, including
Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis and contemporary cognitive-affective
models, the article demonstrates how emotional states can facilitate or hinder
cognitive functions such as working memory, attention allocation, and problem-
solving. The discussion highlights the implications for teaching, emphasizing the
need for emotionally supportive learning environments and strategy-based
instruction. The article concludes that effective pedagogy must integrate both
cognitive and affective dimensions to optimize learning outcomes.

Keywords: affective variables, cognitive processing, EFL learning, motivation,
anxiety, working memory

Introduction

In the field of language learning and education, cognitive processes such as
perception, attention, memory, and reasoning have long been considered central to
understanding how learners acquire knowledge. However, over the past decades,
researchers have increasingly recognized that learning is not purely a cognitive
activity. Emotional and psychological factors—collectively referred to as affective
variables—play a fundamental role in shaping how learners process information
and engage with learning tasks.Affective variables include factors such as
motivation, anxiety, attitudes, beliefs, and self-confidence. These elements
influence learners’ willingness to participate, their persistence in the face of
difficulty, and their ability to concentrate and process information effectively. As
Krashen (1982) proposed in his Affective Filter Hypothesis, negative emotional
states such as anxiety can act as a barrier that prevents input from being effectively
processed, while positive affective conditions facilitate language acquisition.The
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interaction between affect and cognition is particularly significant in EFL contexts,
where learners often face additional challenges such as limited exposure, linguistic
difficulty, and performance pressure. This article examines how affective variables
interact with cognitive processing, focusing on key constructs such as motivation,
anxiety, and self-efficacy, and their impact on attention, working memory, and
comprehension.

Traditional models of learning often treated cognition and affect as separate
domains. However, contemporary research emphasizes their interdependence.
According to Dornyei (2005), motivation—a central affective variable—directly
influences cognitive engagement by determining how much effort learners invest
in processing information. Without sufficient motivation, even learners with high
cognitive ability may fail to engage deeply with learning materials.Similarly,
Pekrun’s (2006) control-value theory of achievement emotions highlights how
emotions influence cognitive processes such as attention and problem-solving.
Positive emotions, such as enjoyment, enhance cognitive flexibility and creativity,
while negative emotions, such as anxiety, may restrict cognitive resources and
impair performance.From a cognitive perspective, learning depends heavily on
working memory, which is limited in capacity. Sweller (2011) argues that
cognitive load must be managed carefully to optimize learning. Affective variables
can directly influence cognitive load: anxiety, for example, consumes working-
memory resources, leaving fewer resources available for processing new
information (Eysenck et al., 2007). Thus, affective states are not merely
background conditions but active components of cognitive functioning.

Motivation is one of the most extensively studied affective variables in
language learning. It determines the direction, intensity, and persistence of learning
behavior (Dornyei, 2005). Highly motivated learners are more likely to allocate
attention, use effective strategies, and engage in deeper processing of
information.From a cognitive perspective, motivation enhances attention and
facilitates encoding in memory. When learners are interested in a task, they are
more likely to focus on relevant information and ignore distractions. This selective
attention improves comprehension and retention. Pintrich (2003) emphasizes that
motivated learners are also more likely to employ metacognitive strategies such as
planning, monitoring, and evaluating their understanding.In EFL contexts,
motivation is closely linked to meaningful engagement with language input.
Learners who perceive relevance and value in learning activities are more likely to
invest cognitive effort. Conversely, lack of motivation may result in superficial
processing, where learners focus only on completing tasks rather than
understanding content.

Anxiety is another critical affective variable that has a strong impact on
cognitive processing. In language learning, anxiety often manifests as fear of
making mistakes, negative evaluation, or communication apprehension. Horwitz et
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al. (1986) define foreign language anxiety as a situation-specific form of anxiety
associated with language learning contexts.From a cognitive perspective, anxiety
interferes with attention and working memory. Eysenck et al. (2007) propose the
Attentional Control Theory, which explains how anxiety reduces the efficiency of
cognitive processing by diverting attention toward threat-related stimuli. As a
result, anxious learners may struggle to concentrate on tasks, leading to lower
comprehension and performance.In EFL reading or listening tasks, anxiety may
cause learners to focus excessively on unfamiliar words or errors, preventing them
from constructing overall meaning. This fragmented processing reduces
comprehension and increases cognitive load. Therefore, reducing anxiety is
essential for improving cognitive efficiency in language learning.

Self-efficacy, defined as learners’ beliefs in their ability to succeed in
specific tasks, is another key affective variable influencing cognitive processing.
According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy affects the choices learners make, the
effort they invest, and their persistence in the face of challenges. Learners with
high self-efficacy are more likely to engage in strategic processing. They approach
tasks with confidence, use problem-solving strategies, and persist even when
difficulties arise. This leads to more effective use of cognitive resources and better
learning outcomes. In contrast, learners with low self-efficacy may avoid
challenging tasks or give up easily, limiting cognitive engagement. Research
shows that self-efficacy is closely related to metacognition. Zimmerman (2000)
argues that self-efficacious learners are better at regulating their learning, including
setting goals, monitoring progress, and adjusting strategies. These processes are
essential for efficient cognitive functioning, particularly in complex tasks such as
language comprehension.

The interaction between affect and cognition can be clearly observed in situations
involving high cognitive load. When tasks are complex, learners must allocate their
limited cognitive resources carefully. Affective variables can either support or
hinder this process.For example, positive emotions such as interest and enjoyment
can expand cognitive capacity by increasing engagement and reducing perceived
difficulty (Pekrun, 2006). In contrast, negative emotions such as anxiety increase
cognitive load by consuming attentional resources. This interaction suggests that
cognitive load is not determined solely by task complexity but also by the learner’s
emotional state.Sweller (2011) emphasizes that instructional design should
minimize unnecessary cognitive load. However, affective factors must also be
considered. Even well-designed tasks may become cognitively overwhelming if
learners experience high levels of stress or low motivation. Therefore, effective
learning environments should address both cognitive and emotional dimensions.
Understanding the interaction between affective variables and cognitive
processing has important implications for teaching. First, teachers should create
supportive and low-anxiety learning environments. This includes encouraging risk-
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taking, providing constructive feedback, and avoiding excessive correction that
may increase anxiety.Second, motivation should be actively fostered through
meaningful and relevant tasks. When learners see the value of what they are
learning, they are more likely to engage cognitively. Task-based learning, authentic
materials, and learner-centered approaches can enhance motivation and cognitive
involvement.Third, teachers should promote self-efficacy by setting achievable
goals and providing opportunities for success. Positive feedback and gradual
increases in task difficulty can help learners build confidence and sustain cognitive
effort.Finally, strategy instruction is essential. Learners should be taught how to
manage their attention, monitor comprehension, and regulate their emotions.
Integrating cognitive and affective strategies can improve overall learning
efficiency.

Conclusion

Affective variables are not secondary to cognitive processes; they are integral
components of how learning occurs. Motivation, anxiety, and self-efficacy
significantly influence attention, working memory, and comprehension, shaping
the effectiveness of cognitive processing. The interaction between affect and
cognition is especially important in EFL contexts, where learners face both
linguistic and emotional challenges.This article has shown that positive affective
conditions enhance cognitive engagement, while negative emotions can hinder
learning by increasing cognitive load and reducing attentional control. Therefore,
effective pedagogy must address both dimensions simultaneously. By integrating
cognitive and affective approaches, educators can create learning environments
that support not only knowledge acquisition but also learner well-being and
engagement.
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